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In course of time the practice degenerated into a family or social rite, in which the woman's consent became a matter of as little consequence as it is in the majority of marriages. In the darkest times., however,, cases of enforced Sati must have been rare. The practice was abolished altogether by the criminal law in the Governor-Generalship of Lord William Bentinck, but even now the Criminal Courts have occasionally to enquire into the lurid details of a crime which, were it not for the superstition attached to it, is entirely opposed to the instincts of Hindu character. The discomforts of enforced widowhood cannot now be so terrible after all, seeing that the Indian Census shows that widowhood tends to increased longevity.
It is no paradox to say that the happiest and most fascinating age of a woman in any country is her old age; but this applies peculiarly to India. Purged of her passions, invested with the dignity of motherhood, uplifted above the trivialities of life, she wears the crown of her pure white hair with a calmness and a protecting grace impossible to younger women. Modesty is the charm of young womanhood; goodness is the quality that endears women at all ages ; but can any but an old woman understand the heart of our struggling humanity in fairness and mercy, and in real helpfulness ? The respect attached to old age is extraordinary in India. Every one is most anxious to please and do any little services possible. There